THE SCENE IS CHANGED

So there was Germany again, strangely revisited after ten
years; and in the clean houses with their wood-burning
tiled stoves one spoke with the sullen but correct local
authorities, distributing so many troops to each farm or
cottage and reserving the castle on a rocky eminence as
personal headquarters for the night. Here might be paint-
ings and woodcarvings, or a library of books finely bound ;
things that helped to bring back circulation to the soldier's
numbed mind. It became increasingly important to find
good quarters at the journey's end, which was timed for
Christmas Eve ; and as we left the foothills for the alluvial
plain of the Rhine, I rode forward to reconnoitre the village
of Flerzheim which had been allotted to two companies.
Good quarters were few, and my choice fell immediately
upon a nunnery with seventeenth-century turrets, which
stood in moated seclusion on the outskirts of the place. The
Mother Superior, with the parish priest, received me on the
threshold and was not surprised to hear that officers and
men would be quartered on her. The priest observed that
it had been happening ever since the Thirty Years' War.
One wing of the ground floor, and half the cells in the main
corridor of the floor above, had been evacuated already and
the two parts of the building separated by curtains (also, I
fear, by barricades). The Mother Superior kindly offered
me her own cell, as she had withdrawn with the rest. In
half an hour all was settled ; and within a week the mess
servants were handing in our rations at the kitchen window
and the nuns, growing themselves rosier each day, were cook-
ing the best meals I had known in my military career. Life
had definitely begun again, and theatre was about to begin.
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